CHAPTER    XX
THE BRITISH-FRENCH ENTENTE
1904
ALL through the troubled years of his Administration Balfour had
told his friends privately that the state of foreign affairs made
it imperative for him to keep his Government in being, whatever
mortifications he himself might have to put up with. Ministers had
so often made this excuse for what seemed like clinging to office
that it was received with polite scepticism at the time, but if ever it
was justified, it was in these years. Historically, Balfour's Administra-
tion will be chiefly remembered as that which broke with isolation
in Europe and concluded the Convention with France which was
to govern British policy up to the Great War. For good or ill the
whole course of history might have been changed if Balfour had
failed to keep his perilous balance during the Tariff controversy.
Events, had marched rapidly since the British-Japanese Alliance
made the first breach in the traditional policy. Japan, being now
relieved of the fear of intervention by any other Power, stiffened her
attitude towards Russia and began making preparations to challenge
her in Manchuria. To Russia, it seemed unthinkable that the challenge
could be serious, or that, if the Japanese persisted, there would be any
difficulty in disposing of it. The idea of the upstart Yellow race
defying the Russian Colossus raised laughter in St. Petersburg, and the
Grand Dukes and commercial magnates who were staking their
fortunes on the adventure in the Far East pressed more than ever
for a forward policy. Pledges to evacuate given when Port Arthur
was occupied were now forgotten and Japanese remonstrances treated
with a polite contempt.
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